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This is a paper about the process of developing a piece of
work, the process of exploring an idea and developing it until it
perhaps reflects something individual. I have always been fascin
ated with the development of human creations from the humble German
potato dumpling to Mahler symphonies. That I have participated in
the process of developing an idea and translating it to a finished
work pleases me and helps me to understand the process a little,
for as Erik H. Erikson states, "I have.... learned from life histories
that everything that is new and worth saying (or worth saying in a
new way) has a highly personal aspect. The question is only whether
it is also generally significant for
ones'
contemporaries. That I
must let you judge."!
I have chosen to write about my thesis experience in the form of
a letter to my sister. The tradition of
artists'
letters is an hon
orable one. I have read letters written by Van Gogh, Gauguin, Matisse,
and Max Beckmann. Letter writing is the most natural form of writing
for me. In my undergraduate years my most thoughtful papers were
initially letters, although I kept that fact in careful disguise. The
thesis project has been an intense personal experience for me. By
presenting it in a personal writing form I believe I am maintaining
its consistency.
^Erik H. Erikson, response to question quoted by Karolyn R. Gould.
New York Times. May 4, 1975, Section 7, page 56.
Dear Mel,
This past year since February when I started the thesis project
has been unique. I've probably never gotten into anything so much,
yet instead of completing a project, I feel more like I'm beginning
one. The entire year has been alojfc of very hard work, more intensity
and selfishness than I feel comfortable with, but I did enjoy it.
I'm just hoping that I have enough momentum to sustain it and grow,
rather than go back to former roles and duties. I hope I can inte
grate family life and professional art life. I don't know if I can
because they are both demanding, but I think they are both equally
important to my sustenance. The fact that they are equally important
frightens me.
At the beginning of the school year I had tried virtually all of
the known etching techniques, but I had not grasped hold of any visual
or personal concepts and tried to develop them. One time I would do
a landscape, another a figure plate. My style changed from piece to
piece, and frankly I was beginning to feel rather hopeless about it.
I knew I would have to develop a concept for the thesis project, but
I wasn't even sure of how to grasp onto a concept and make it mine.
In October I was shown a book of David Hoekney drawings and
paintings. In terms of the figure, David Hoekney was concerned with
solidarity, the relationship of one shape and mass to another, the
relationship of tones integrated into elegantly simple compositions.
After looking at a few of his drawings I began to draw the figure in
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charcoal, while concentrating on making large shapes of the body
relate to one another tonally. I had no confidence in ray ability to
draw a relaxed figure, although I knew that if I had a model sit in
position long enough I could get my drawing to look like the pose,
however stiff. That evening, and every evening after until Christmas
I drew Arden, Colleen, Merritt, Mark, or Thomasi whoever would sit
and watch T.V. or lie and watch T.V. had to stay still between com
mercials.
I decided that my approach to drawing and printmaking had to
be like my approach to cookingj that is, if I did it every day
some would be good, some would be lousy, some even outstanding.
The only way to be proficient was to do it continuously and not be
too critical. I had not "gotten into
anything"
before because I was
not satisfied with my first attempts and rejected the idea as being
poor. It was an enormous hurdle to do a piece of work, not be too
concerned that it be good, then go on to do another. Consequently,
of course, the work began to improve.
Actually I just started the new way of thinking and had started
a few plates when Christmas break came and we went to the midwest.
Luckily the break in time did not break my interest because I finished
some early plates in January. By January I was able to be a little
more selective about which drawings were worth making into plates.
All of my printmaking energies were directed to reproducing
drawing techniques. If I had used crayon in the drawing, I tried it
on the plate. If I used a loose wash effect, I painted away resist
while the plate was in the add bath. That was a lovely technique
where you could see brush marks and finger marks, but it was very
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unstable. Part of the printmaking process is that you are crafting
a printable, reproducible surface. My surfaces would fade away
after several printings. I worked on several different kinds of
textural lift grounds and finally tried a plate onwhich the image
was painted directly with nitric acid. A couple of hours of nitric
fumes has got to equal the hazardous effects of twenty years of
smoking, and the results were not werth the trouble. It was very
important to be direct and fresh and I did not feel that etchings
based on a build up of lines were either direct or fresh, or to put
it another way, at the time I could not integrate the use of line
into my loose and direct way of thinking.
The Art Institute of Chicago had a show this winter of at least
forty black and white Chagall etchings and drypoints. It was not his
best known work or style, but important for me to see because I could
read them as etchings and see the work for its abstract qualities
rather than for subject matter. It had taken me until that time to
look at art work and see the abstraction and technique before seeing
the subject. I feel that this visual way of seeing and thinking was
essential for me to discover and put foremost in mind before I could
begin to think and express myself visually. Certainly I had had visual
moments previously, but until Christmas I do not believe that thinking
visually or abstractly was a primary concern to me.
This year I also looked at books and catalogs ofr Mary Cassatt,
Richard Diebenkorn, Piero della Francesca, David Hoekney, Henri Matisse,
and Japanese woodblocks. I went to museums where I studied: Cassatt
etchings, Chagall etchings,
Edgar Degas, Willem de Kooning, and Henri
Matisse.
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Without regard for technique or style I put Piero della Fran-
cesca, Hoekney and Matisse into a categoryin which all three artists
seem to be ordering their forms in a quiet, monumental fashion as if
stopping time on an important event. Although the Flagellation of
Christ may seem to be a more significant event than sunbathing by a
swimming pool, Hoekney presents the occasion as formally and precisely
as Piero presents the Flagellation. There is no
"angst"
in Hoekney,
Piero or Matisse, but instead a strong sense of the continuation of
human events and a strong sense of individuals formalized in their
environment. It is that sense of formality and order, continuation
and timelessness which places the event in a larger context.
While I was working, I would look at the work of other artists,
particularly Richard Diebenkorn. He seemed concerned with finding in
teresting shape relationships and with looking at natural positions,
some of which were definitely awkward and caught the model off guard.
He accepted his drawing, whether it was absolutely correct or not, and
he used his tools, whether wash, crayon or ballpoint in a loose, com
fortable, yet controlled manner.
Together Rene and I started to look at
Diebenkorn'
s drawings. I
wanted her to see that there could be beauty in the awkward pose, or
a non-portrait presentation. She became very interested in turning
the pages upsidedown to see the compositional elements of drawings.
Rene has always been totally relaxed about modeling. The only aspect
of modeling which occasionally jarred her was being analyzed by a
good friend. If she was talking and I started to draw she'd stop
talking because I wasn't listening to her. That was in the beginning.
Now she laughs with complete abandon if it's funny enough.
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When I began the thesis project I submitted a proposal to draw
figures directly from the model, then abstract them on to the plate.
Privately I wanted to present some positive feminine qualities!
maturity, sensuality, self-confidence, stabilitya prirae-of-life
type. I tried using other models, but they did not endnate those
qualities, and Rene was a natural to project them. She was also willing,
and furthermore, flattered. Our Wednesdays together drawing and
posing were extremely pleasant. I looked forward to them as being my
times of being refreshed, that is, times of observing the model,
seeing new relationships, increasing my powers of observation, seeing
new poses and being stimulated by the poses. We used alot of fun props,
Rene has a closet full of lounging and evening gowns, and when she
felt bored with hers we used some antique dresses Mrs. B. passes on
to me. In the middle of winter, when life gets rather oppressive out
in the country, eating a special lunch, getting dressed up and talking
to a good friend is something to look forward to on a Wednesday.
Rene has agreed to continue modeling over the summer, which indicates
to me that she enjoyed the experience as I did.
Early on in my attempts to do a mature woman I felt that the pose
was extremely important. Throughout the history of art most women
have been made to be fecundi seductive or maternal, Manet allowed
women their natural posesi allowed them to be nude but not seductive;
preoccupied, not maternal. Degas, in his drawings of ballerinas,
laundresses, and nudes studied all the positions and attitudes of the
female body. He did not idealize what he saw, but drew with great
accuracy and an Incredibly lively style and color. Once you have a
skill, I've discovered, its most difficult to keep observing and be
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fresh in the observation rather than to allow a stereotyped solu
tion to protrude. Degas was fresh and observant for over fifty
years. Rene was important to me as a model because she would naturally
get into positions which were comfortable, not tense; introspective,
rather than distorted or very awkward; positions which I felt asserted
her self-confidence in a gentle way.
In February and March I did three prints from drawings of Rene
and one print from a drawing of Colleen. Colleen's youth and inten
sity definitely interfered with my 'Mature
Woman'
concept. Rene
wore stripes and prints. As that time the pattern of the fabric
seemed to provide animation to my drawings. I used stripes and tex
tures to provide the strongest element in the prints. In each print
decisions made on the plate were choices of which technique to use
on which tone or wash or texture from the drawing; therefore the
prints were really about the clothes Rene was wearing and the tex
tures I used to indicate patterns and tones. The drawing of the
figure was awkward in all of the prints. At that time I carefully
calculated all of Rene's poses to illustrate self-confidence. I
eliminated all drawings which I thought were abusive (spread legs,
no face). Now all of this thinking seems very silly to me, but at
the time I had calculated what did and did not fit into a picture
of 'Self-confident Woman'. My plan was to illustrate that concept.
The process of going from the drawing to the plate was a series
of individual processes i 1. Drawing from the model while observing as
carefully as I was able to, 2. Assessing the drawings for their
print possibilities. 3, Transfering the basic shapes onto the
grounded plate. 4, Drawing the lines and later the textures on the
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plate. Each of these steps was a process unto itself and important
enough to be alive-feeling at the time. Even though the position of
the lines was already on the grounded plate, actually making the lines
seemed to be an extremely important step. Eventually it would be ideal
to get all of those steps together, but it took me all year and alot
of agony just to get that far. Initially the method came about from
drawing Rene in her striped caftan. By carefully observing and drawing
the stripes I discovered an exciting shape and pattern that I had not
conciously concieved. After four or five drawings were done Rene and
I would put them up and see them as abstractions of pattern, shapes
and lines. Using the caftan also helped me to sense the contours of
the figure, and proved to be a real help in learning to draw the body.
In late March we made the big jump of not using a patterned
dress. Rene sat in her plain pink bathrobe. It was a good drawing
day and I could see shape and space relationships as well as the
body without the aid of the stripes. Instead of my usual effort to
transfer the drawing (Plate I) entirely onto the plate, I decided to
draw just the essential shapes and contours of the figure in line.
I used my scraper, which allowed me to develop a varied line, one
which I responded to immediately after I pulled the print (Plate II).
I am certain that the prints and drawings of Matisse prepared me for
accepting that print. The abstract quality of the lines, combined
with their simple ability to create the figure and put it in its space
was enough was making a stronger visual statement than all of the
textural pieces I'd done up to that time. I did three more prints
from tonal drawings using only lines drawn with the scraper (Plates
HI, IV and V, VI) .
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The second week of April, after having done four line plates,
I put my early four prints, my drawings and my later line prints
on the wallt the thesis show to that point. It was apparent that
the early four prints did not reflect the same attitude as the
drawings and the line plates. My drawing was much more confident on
the line plates, and for the most part the figure was presented as
a more interesting composition than on the early plates. In style
they hardly seemed to be the work of the same person. The line
plates reflected a totality which was missing in the earlier plates.
I can only assume that in the earlier plates I had made so many cal
culations about how I wanted the work to look, to reflect what I
wanted to say, that I did^not leave any room for what might be there
to be said by me besides an intellectual statement. I believed that
everything to say in a piece of artwork could be planned out from
person, to pose, to tone, to textureand that all of those added
up to ART.
Three weeks before the show was to be hung I rejected the first
four plates and decided to do more line plates, possibly with the
addition of some other elements. Rene posed in my black dress and
Mrs. B. 's wedding kimona. The drawing of my black dress (Plate VII)
presented such a strong, abstract shape that I made every effort to
reproduce it onto the plate. The black shape had both an abstract
quality and it described the form. I felt it worked well with the
body. I can relate the black shape, which is at the same tirae flat
and form-following to the Japanese woodblocks which I'd seen in
February (Plate VIII). Rene in the kimona was an obvious intrigue
with the foreshortening of the body and the angular position of the
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legs on the rectangle (Plate IX). I'd done the position before,
but not as wall. The dark shape of the dress on the print evolved
slowly and seemed very flat on a highly dimensional figure. This
is Rene's favorite print (Plate X) because she says it speaks very
positively to her about her body.
Joanne agreed to pose the following Wednesday for the last
drawing session which I had time for before May. Frankly, it was
a frustrating day. To begin with, there were Rene and Joanne trying
to act natural with one another in a nose-to-nose conversation when
they hardly knew each other. Joanne kept up a twenty minute mono
logue on fishing with Rene occasionally "Ah ha"ing before we realized
that face-to-face conversation was a strain on all of us. They
changed to modeling clothes, which cleared the air. We went into the
living room and worked out a variety of poses, usually with Rene
sitting on the floor and Joanne sitting or lying on the couch.
At the end of that day I had one line drawing which had print
potential (Plate XI), In the other drawings the figures were flat,
poorly drawn and distorted. After having worked with one figure and
the space it occupied for an entire year, two figures were a whole
new problem. The line drawing I used was a likeness of both women,
although that had never been a concern of mine. From a distance the
print appears to have two flat shapes which run into each other. Up
close the shapes have form and are, in fact, two relaxed figuresj
a double-portrait of Rene and Joanne (Plate XII) .
The process, for me then, is a matter of looking at the work of
other artists at the same time that I must continuously work without
being too critical of individual pieces. After a body of work is done
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it is essential to stop and reflect on it to see what I've been
doing and where I'm heading. It was important for me to start a
thesis project, that is, to have a theme and an attitude to be
conveyed. It was even more important for me to pause half way
through and to scrutinize the total, recognize a new direction, edit
out less effective work, evaluate what was successful and why.
There seems to be a balance between having attitudes and skills
build up inside without being too conscious of them, allowing them
to be released in a body of work, then absorbing and editing from
that body the work which seems to most successfully make the state
ment. At the time I was working I was not consciously aware of all
that I was doing. That part of me which had been absorbing Matisse
and Diebenkorn and Hoekney and Japanese prints was also making
decisions. At each point in the process I was not conscious of what
the total would be until after it was done. It seems that I must
let some less conscious part of me participate in my work.
A week after the thesis show went up I talked with some
Brock-
port historians who had come to the opening. They brought me up
short because they did not respond positively to my work. I think
they could understand work which appeared more complex; that is, work
with more fine drawing or a greater build-up of tones and textures.
Several thought my etchings looked like sketches and questioned me as
to why I made prints of my sketches. I welcomed the chance to
respond to what I think is an honest concern of the way some people
look at artwork. Etching for years has lent itself to high detail
and a build-up of textures which are indeed intriguing in their
complexity. I came to simplicity by a very circuitous route. I
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explained to my fri ends why I had chosen Rene as my model and what 
I had initially hoped to say about women. I tried to suggest that 
sometimes there's more thought to what is involved in a piece of 
work that wha t we see. 
Sue 










Anting Ink and Turpentine Wash
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PLATE IV Intaglio, 15 x 18, "Rene with her Hands Folded"
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PLATE V Draw y ng i ik and Turpentine Wash
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PLATE VII awl ig, 20 x 32, Craypas, Printing ink and Turpentine
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PLAT*, ' x 27, Craypas, Printing ink and Turpentine
22

































In case it might be helpful to another woman with a family
who decides to return to school I will outline the logistios of how
I was able to manage on a limited budget.
Initially I paid for two three credit courses as a Special Student.
When I was accepted into the M.F.A. program new financial and managerial






cooking (this past year).
Because our family had a savings account I could not get a New York
State Higher Education Act loan. The loan office at R.I.T. told me
that I had to deplete our family savings before I could be eligible
for a loan. I was eligible my first year for Scholar Incentive Award
benefits which paid for one quarter of tuition. For the other two
quarters of tuition, gasoline and babysitting I took a
collateral
loan on our family savings account. The loan was for
seven and one-
half percent interest and we got five percent interest on
the savings
account, making the
real interest of the loan two and one-half per
cent. I have paid the interest on
the loan monthly from the amount
of the loan I took out, and will repay
the principle when I am working.
For the second year I was granted a
parttime assistantship which covered
ray tuition expenses.
To cover the cost of babysitting and having the
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evening meal prepared I cashed in an old life insurance policy.
Not having to prepare the evening meal truly freed me to stay late
at school to work, or even to continue working if I was home. It
was important psychologically in freeing me from household tasks,
although I have continued to do the meal planning, shopping, and
laundering. The entire family mops up occasionally.
I cannot recommend highly enough to someone with young school
aged children who is returning to school the benefits of hiring a
responsible high school girl. Colleen has taken care of our children
for five years. She is responsible, capable, and fun. She knows
our family and fits right in. She knows where things go, what we
eat, what are the special needs of our boys. She enjoys the responsi
bility of cooking the meals and the appreciation of the family. We
tried to pay her a little more than what she would earn working nights
and weekends at the local discount store as she did the year before.
Obviously this has been a time consuming enterprise supported
by my entire family.
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